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Ageism (unfair stereotyping of older adults), deeply
_embedded in the culture of 20th-century America, is reinforced by
television and newspapers. The media depitt o0ld people as rigid,
meddlesome, sexless, conservative, unhealthy, and forgetful. Most
pernicious of all old age stereotypes is that of secopnd childhood.
Popular culture portrays children and old people together as though v
they have bpersonality characteristics in common. In advertisements,
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playthings, and activities of children’. Drug advertisements portray
them as throwing tantrums, greeting cards depict them dressed in
children's clothes, and one laxative advertisement praises an older
woman's- regularity by implying that she is a "good girl." ©
Unfortunately, such identification with children lowers the soctral
\status of old people and robs the, "gray power" movement of adults who
might otherwise work for political change,and social betterment..
Clearly, efforts need to be made to change the media's demeaning
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““Second Childhood”

Theresanextreme and unremituing
bias agatnst older adultsin America.a
bias su prevalent that it has been given
the name~agessm™ (Butler. 1968). Psy-
chologically. ageism can be regarded,
as anattitude — a negative evaluation
that servesto onentindividualstoward
old people as a group. In particular. it
frequently predisposes individuals to
discniminate. that is. to avoid contact.
victimize.or OthFWISCdOﬁ‘lJUI’_\’loold
people based on their agestatus alone.
Ageismisalsoatendencytostereotype
old people — which 1s. of course,
another-form of injury We picture
them as qigid. meddlesome. sexless.
conservative, unheaithy. mnactive.
lonely. forgetful and not very bright
il evin and Levin. 1980)

' »
Many stereotypes portray old age as

- auume of second childhood. Thisdim

view of the elderly Suggests that they
are losing. or have lost. the very things
a growing child gains. [t imphes a
backward movement to carlie? devel-
opmental stages. with no recognision
ol the hfeume of experience that
unguestionably separates the elderly
trom children (Gresham. 1973).

Theimage ofold peopleaschild-like
has been ‘with us for a long time.
Tuckman and Lorge (1353) ahed
sraduate students in psychofogy to
indicate their agreement or disagree-
ment with a number of statements
abuut old people. Des pite the fact that
their subjects were well acquainted,
with psychology and enrolled in a
wourse imolving the aging process.
therewasahighlevelof agreement that '
ple liketo collect many useless,
things. are unproductive. are poorjy
coordinated. cannot taste dMferences

.ntouds. havetd goto bed early. needa .

-

-

»

nap every day. are in the "happiest”
period of their lives. cannot manage
their uwn affairs. and are un ther
second childhood. '

More recent research indicates that
stereotyping continues to be an inte-
gral part of public images of the aged.
and that a major thrust of this stereo-
typing sull perpetuates the second
childhood image McTavish (1971)
found considerable acceptance of an
image of old people that 1s distinctly
reminiscent of the toddler image
knownas > theternbletwo’s.” Many of
his subjécts felt that old people are
likely to be annoying. ¢omplaiming,
and inconsiderate. In 1975, the
National Counail on the Aging
reported theresults of a Harns Survey
of 4.253 adult #mericans. Old people
were generally thought of as useless
and nactive by participantsn the sur-
vey. Subjects agreed that the eiderly
spend mostof their time watchingtele-
wision or “doing nothing™ m the true
spint of directionless adolescence.

Youth and age..!
. . € .
the historical.turnaround:

Our sociéty has not always mis-
treatedor stereotypeditsold péople In
Colonial America it was youth who
encountered ageism. According to
Fischer (197%). aged Amencans living
200 years ago commanded inordinate
respect. powerfand pn\\‘alegc\ I'nder
Puritanism. old age was regarded as a
sign of election and a spetial witt from
God. In their dréés and hair styles.

carly Amenicans frequenty tried to.

mahe themsely es out to be vlder than

they really were. Men would hide their

natural hair beneath a wig. or they

would powder theirown hairto give it
'S
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a white color associated with advanc-
ing age. Unul the nineteenth century.
the census-taher frequently found that
ctizens Jepresented themsehes as
older thah they actually were. Today’s
census-taker finds misrepresentations-
of age too. but in the opposue
direction.

During the nineteenth century the
privileged status of old age began to

deteniorate as America modernized.

First.as levels of iteracyand educaubn
increased. there was less relianceonthe
older generation as a source of knowl-
mncc the young became better
educated. they beganto holdacompet-
ttive edge with respect to Jobs. status
and power. This led. second. "to a
retrement that reduced the standard
of living and social status of the aged.
Third. the nuclear tamily became more
prevalent. so that older members of
society were expected to hve apart in
independent houschotds or to seek
care And finally. in the shift from
agncultureto industry. older members
of society tost control over land and
were forced :nstead to compete with
younger persons for nonagricultural
positions, .

By the twentieth century. ageism
had become acultural phenomenon
part ot the normatve order ot our
society As such it was passed from
géncratiyn to generaton through the
process, Of sdaalization much like
other cultural phenomena - love of
country and church. motherhood. the
sticeess ethic and so forth. The reaultis
that there is now widespread accep-
tance of ageism crosscuttng differen-
cey an age. region. social Jass apd
occupation. Studies have recorded

v

.

. )

\ ) . . RS « . . ‘L N »
O Public Communicatign :Revjew » Volume 1, No.i2 « Winter 1982 '
per presented at. th‘é‘"Aimual Meeting of the Amerilcan Sociological Associationh
(San Francisco, CA; Sépteﬂgbbe,r, 198,2)., .

2

’



g .

d;.rccmcm with age stereotypes not
only “among. groups ®f’ phvsmans.
nurses, mimisters and middle-age
children ot aged parents. but also
among insututionalized oldgr persons
themselves and evengerontologists!

Ageism 0:1 TV and in the press:
Since ageism is so prevalent in society
at large. it 15 hardly surprising to find
ageism 1n a. popular culture which
expresses and. 1 turn. transmits age
prejudige. Television. inparticular. has
consisiently assigned ncgauvclv ste-
reotyped roles to the aged when it has
not~gnored the aged altogether. As
.revealed in his study of characters

appeaning in prime-ume network tele-

vision drama. Aronoff (1974) reports
that the aged comprised less than five
percent of all characters. about half of
the proportion that they "actually
decupied in the population of the Uni-
ted States at the ume of his study
" Whenthey did 2ppearas dramatic. the
aged tended to be depicted as evil.
‘unsuccessful and unhappy. Television
commercials have similarly ignored or
stereotyped the aged. One study found
that only 2 out of 100 television com-
mercials contained older characters
{Francher. 1973) The focus of atten-
uon was on the "Pepsy Generation”
- voungandattractive characterswho
were featured in order to promuse
vouthtul appearance or behavior

Netspapersare little better than tel
evisionin their treatment of theelderly.
Accordingto MacDohald's 1973analy-
1y 0o 265 articles on the subject of
aging. allappearinginalarge midwest-
ern newspaper., old peoplewhoare stil
active in their commumties are
1gnored. The newspaper focus s large-
Iy on the problems of old age or the
mere human:ntessst”side. which fea-
tures retrees graduatng trom coliege
at seventy-five or rermmscing about
, the "good old days.” o

Age stercotypes characterize the

_portrayal of old people in prescription
drug ads rtsements as well, Smith
11976} toulW aged modeis in drug ads
lrcquentl_\d ribed solely on the'basis
of old age a |srupu\c apathetic.
tcmpcramcmal nd out of control.

Even blrthda_\' cards pefpetuate age
stereotypes. A study by Demos and
Jache (1981) lound contemporary
birthday cards often d¢picting old age

as a ume of physical. sexual and intel-

lectual dechne.

Jhe was voung.

“Second Childhood™ - Six
ways of derogating the elderly:.

Most permicious. perhaps. of allage
stergotypes 15 that of “second child-
hood.” 1t s certainly the most wnd.ch

. represented in popular culture! There

are at least six ways in which second
childhood 1s portraved:

. Gi;lldrcn and old people paired with
cach other. :

e OMd pc)ople_ are given the personali-
ties of children. '

o Old people are given !he dress of
children. . r
« Old people areshown {p have child-
hood's physical problems.

o Old people-are giverthe activities
and playthings of childen.

o Theroleof old peopie 1S reversed so
that they themselves become the child-

ren of middle-age parents: that is,

children of their owp children.

The ubiquitousness of the “second’

. childhood™ stereotype — its almost

incscapable presence threughout the
media —'becomes apparent when we

“examine each of the sixcommon forms

of portrayal. in turn,

Children and old people are paired =

with eachother. A TV commercial {ot
“Country-Time Lemonade™ shows an
elderly man witlt chldren gathered

_round him as he claims that this tastes

as good to him as lemonade did when

A'DuPont commercial
showsan oid marjldnd voungboy float-
wngalongina >mh|| boatenjoying their
udle ime. A magazine ad for Yashica
cameras hasan ?Id man snapping pic-
tures of a small;girl holding a swtfed
dog. while an aLi for the prescription
drug “lsuprel” teatures’an old ‘man
blowing bubbles asa young girlsitson
his lap and watches him intently

y | .
One seemingly favorable inter-
pretationof these juxtapositions of age

and youth s thae children and the ¢

elderiy share a §pecial bond and that
such pairing need not suggest that old
people are childlike. Yet the equally
plausible interpretation — and the
tone of the ads heawily leans this way
—is that they hoth have a lot of per-
sonality characteristics (n common!

Some pairings ofchildrenandelders
are not so subtle. They clearly suggest
the séCond childhood 1mage of old age.

Notethe 1979 movie Just Youand Me.

Kid co- starring teenager Brookc'
Shields and elder George Burns
Newspaper ads showed the two stars
pla\'mgsuck-up'anddcsurlbed the film
“the story of two juvenile delin-
qucms‘ * in an arucle called “TheyFun
Lafe for Young and Old.” the—Boston
Globe provided “a gnidé to August
actvities for senior citizens and child-
ren.” Pictures were shown of a puppet
show and a magic act! Even the “Kid-
dies’ Menu” of a popular Massachu-
setisicecream parlor portraysan older
man walking hand-in-hand with a
voungboy. Asclearlystated onthe face
of the menu. *for all kids under 10 and
over 65." the bill of fare consists of a’
“hot doggie.” “kiddie burger.” and
“peanut butfer and yelly samwhich.“

old people are ‘given the pcrsonalit)
and moods of children. Itiscommonin
prescription drug ads to descnbe the
symptoms of senilitynterms normaily
associated with the personality and
behavior ot children. A “Mellanl” ad
“for the agitated genatric™ shows an
elderly man angrily waving his fist.
“TANTRUMS s printed large across
the page. Otherdrugadstorsenility use
terms such as “nuisance.” “torment.”
“disruptive,” “obstreperous.” and
~disorderly -pehavior.” to describe
elderly behavior. The recent chuldren’s ©
book. How Dbes It Feelto Be Old?also
impjies a delinquent side of the aged
personahity. At one pont. the elderly
woman who s explaiming to & young
wirl what its hike to be old compares
herself to a "demon™ who is “cranhy.”
Television shows and mosies charac-
tenzethe personality of older peopleas
childlike whether st 1s “Mother Jeffer-
son’s” cantankerousness. the silliness
of Johnny Carson’sAunt Blabby.” or
the |mpulsnem.>s and recklessness of
Ruth Gordon in Harold and Maude.

Old people are given the dress and
appearance of children. On the cover
of one birthday card is a blackboard
with “Yowre only soung once!”
chalked on it along with various.doo-
dies. Inside. an overwerght. unslfawcn
elderly mansmoklingacigaris wearing
a summer camp tee shirt. shorts,
sncakers and cap and s playing with a
vo-yo and baseball bat. Above his
grninping face the card says "Happy
Birthday. Playboy.” Clearly. the card
suggests that you can be young twice
—so voung that “playboy™ literally
refers to the old man plaving i his
summer camp outlit. Equaliy childhke

ERIC . i .o
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“wdnad ih Evqure showiig an elderly

woman dressed in a todtball helmet
and varsity sweater playing an ¢ec-
tronic football game.

*Old peopleare given the physical prob-

lems of children. Ope ad for cathetérs.
which appears in a gerjarric nursing
journal.showsthetorearms and hands
of a haby s uts model instead of an
elder. The caption below notes that at
“Delmed: we dont want to hun
anyone’s feehngs.™ (Sic!) A prescrip-
tion drug ad for the stopi-softener
“Doxidan™teaturesasmiingfocaled
olderwoman. Thetextreads. Minme
moved her bowels tvday. The day
started night for Minme. That voung
doctor feller gave her Doxidanto tahe
last might: And u worked... Minme

figures she’s gut the smartestdocior n®
" qown”

It s not too farfeiched to
imagine that Minnie's smule not only
expresses her physical relief but also
her pride at being told she moved her
bowels. Then again. on the cover of
one birthday card 1s a large botte of
“Milh of Magnesia™ wrapped v a2
bright red bow. Above the bottle the
card says “Aging.” On opening the
card. the message reads. “...age 1s
nature’s way of telling usto wear looser
underwear May vour birthday beany-
thipg but regular.” One image sug-
gested by thiscard 1s thatof an cldcr in
dlapcrs'

- parties.
newspaper. a recent article reported

For'all kids under 10 and over 6

0ld people are given the activities and
playthings of children; Parties tor old
people are characterized as children’s
In a suburban small town

that the patients at a local nursing
home"Held thairvers ownhnistmas
parts " Thearticle went of to indicate’
that patients “planned the parfy. made
the invitations. decorated the cookies
made by the chef. and took partin the
eatertainment. which included group
singing of Chnstmas Cgrols.” Thearti-
cle thanked a local*drugstore for sup-
plying "Spnta’s gifts.” The mtentions
were ad irable. but the megsage rang
loud and clear. Old people are like big
children! Posters in a popular chatn of
las} -food restaurants urge customers
to “Have a Sentor Birthday Party at
McDonald's.” For the “birthday kid™
who is “youhg at heart.” McDonald's
offers to_provide the cake. hats, and
party favors. Also consider Bell Tele-
phone’sadforitscustom phonesw hich
can be givcn as gifts to “celebrate any
occasion.” One such occaston s “Ger-
trude’s” retirement party. complctc
with colarful ribbons and-ballaoms. In
honor of her retirement. Gertrude is
shown receiving her own Snoopy
phoge from her co-workers. A similar
Bell Telephone ad shows an elder
recenning a Mickey Mouse phone ata

party. . N
- ?

’

Knddnes
‘Menu

Etenthe *play " ol elders 1s depicted
o imply that they are children. A
department storé 4d in TV, Geade
shows an elgerls man riding a child's
three wheeler The caption reads.
“Wishthey had Hot Cycleswhen [ was

. a Kid...Yep. kids sure ardlucky today.

Hey. may be when no one's around.. **®
*Haldol.” a prescription drug used to
treat symptoms associated with .
orgamc brain syndrome. clatms i1n an
ad that it " Usually leaves the disturbed

derly patient in the nursing home
more alért. more résponsine.” The
photograph of an elderly waqman
shows hersmiling hmply arid holdinga
large red and white checked cloth
flower. Above her is the capuon. *|
made a flower today.” A similar arts-
and-crafts portrayal of theyaged
appearsm:z Roniacol™ad. adrug used
to improv¢ crrcylation Three elders
who dre,"defi¢ientn peripheral circu-
lation” but "proficient in the home™
arc shown hard at work making clay
pots

Theroleofold peoplelsreversed Pop-
ular culture frequently portrays old
people as the children of quddle-age
parents. The Buston Globe recently
ran an arucle on “Foster Cate for the
Elderly” which included a photugraph
of a~fosterelder”standingin hisroom.
What partrcularty stresses the role res -
ersal 1s the caption under the photo-

¢
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graph It notes that “Joe Dionne hnes
with a family in Charisn. He helps
with thiewr choresand 1omns thetr trips.

On bne television program, a come-
dian told the totlowingstory “A small
boy wassittingatacurbcrying. An old
man passed by and kindly asked."Why
are voucrying, Sonn\""BccauscIcan't
do what'the big boys do.” So the old
mansatdownand cried too.” On TV's
popular seres. . The Rockford Files.
star James Garner frequently gets his
aging father. “Rocky.” out of trouble.

. W¢&canalso observerole reversal in
prescription drug ads. In an ad-for
“Hydergite,” an older woman ‘s
shownsulfcrmg grayarea”symptoms

1

{

Ne

accept the second-childhood stereo-

type and play the infanuhized role with
enthusiasm. But 1s that because they

fail to see any alternative? Our society

-has traditionally offcrcct certain

rewards to those élderly &ggens whio
are willingto “stdy |nthanp[:huc. R
ing on a special bus for senior citize

or dancing with other seniors to the

tune of Yankee Doodle. nray 1solate

elderly people. But tmay be preferable -

to watching re-ryns of “Marcus

Welby.”

Acting like children has three nega-
tive consequences forold pcople First.
suchbehaviorlowerstheir social status
because their individual responsibility

Ll o .. .
¢ < such as confusion, lack of self-care. has been diminished. while their bered that the “problem™ does not lie -
dizziness. moodiness and unsociabil-  dependency has increased. Secondly, justwiththemedia Take.forexample.
. wy Large print superimposed over her  the perception of infantle behavior in the Kellogg's Rice Krispies ad which
tace reads. "1 gotlost —lostinmyown  the elderly may allow certain thingsto shows an elderly man and woman
. neighborhood...Yesterday | was going - be done to them that would otherwise  posed maromanuccmbracc Thecap-
to the grocery store..and suddenly notbe considered. the prescriptGn of  tion reads: “It’s a perfect night for
> didn't know the wav. | was all mixed psychoacuvemedications.institu- sparkin' on the front swing. For love
up . | thought 1t was the old neighbor-  tonahizauon. and declaration of legal  that's still young.” Aside from the
hood. It trightened me — and 1t; ncompetency. Thirdly, infanulizauon  ageistreferenceto vounglove.the Rice .
the first ume. My children say 18s my  robs the “gray power” movement of Knspies ad seems to go thoughtfully
second childhood. It’s not fair. | took  adults who might otherwise work for  out of its way to avoid depicting older
. care of them as kids... Please. doctor  pohticalchange andsocial betterment. peopleas stereotypes Indeed. theyare
What's happemingtome™ Simlarly, | » _ portrayed in anactivity —lovemaking
- ' W - *  But not old people buy the -
, an ad for “Pneumovax.,” an anu- second childz;il(l)od stc[r’cotpvlcc A'\Iar : — which although commonly asso-
pneumonia vaccing, shows an elderly 5 ype. 8¢ (iated withyvoungadultsis nonctheless
. * number of clderly Americans are tho- .
man at his birthday party Noticeably not to be denied their elders as well.
ller are 4 middle-age man and roughly offended by |nfanul|zauon
* g » and seek to avoid the consequences of Yet frustratingly, the problem 1snot
womanwhoarethrowingthe partvfor
the stereotype.For many this means  therebysolved. The media 1n this case.
theit aged tatherjust as they would for - A
making etforts to “pass ™ for middle- | uathc Rice Knspiesad. hastreated the
theit children who afe also in the pic- = . .
% agebydymghair, Ivingabouttheirage™>  aged ith dignity. But readers'res-
ture Like the baby held by tKe elderly S " . ;
- and using youth-oriented cosmetics. A ponses to the ad — Aren’t they cute!
man. the caption’reads Grandpa sa - . . - N
- . positve torm of avoidance is reen-  Arcntthey sweet! — areexactlythose
vear older T 7
gagement, whereby old people seek to with which those same-readers would
Casting old peopl¢ as children has  become either reemployed or remar-  greet the inappropriate bchavnor of
Jetrimental ctiects on old.and voung nedafterth&loss ofajoborspouse On  children attemnpting to act ke adults.
alike. The “second childhood” sterco- the damaging site. an unknown Ageism 1s so deeply ingrained 1 our
type tends to make young people feel  number of cases of apparent semility  culture that anaudicnce may interpret
distant trom their ciders. Having just  (orgamic braindysfunction) may actu-  even the noblest ad to conform to its
: ‘erduauo trom childhood, what ado-  ally represent a refusal to accept the ageist predispusitions There are imes
: lescent wants to endure it again by * second-childhood yndrome. Rather 1n our studies of this ageist pheno-
‘er assoctating with the old? The stereo-  than comply. some elders may retreat  menon when 1t seems like a no-win
type may well also encourage geronto-  into a more comfortable. more secure:  situation But the fullness of life is at
.phobia. the neurotic, fear of old age. psychological state which omically  stake notalone for the elderly now,but
Lo How many adults want to be thought  hasthe appeafance of infanule behav-  alsoforthose who willbeelderly before
ot one day as a six-year-old who has ior. So, for example, we mightseelack  they knowit, O .
nothing to do but play with yo-yos,or  ofsexual interest. giddiness, forgetful- ¢ .
. as a cranky two-year-old who isn't  ness.inabilitvto maintainastable rela- '
totlet trained? . tionship. and lack of control'over bod- .
. 1ly funcuons. -
hed « 1 1 » .
. 0Oid “h;j c:_“Ild'Sh In contrast to mere avojdance. a . .
the self-fulfilling prophecy: growing number ofcldcrlv:pcoplc RAVE  gpnold Arluke is an assistant professor of
For old pLopIc. the second-childhood  become aggressiven their response 1o werology. Vortheastern Universiny
stereoty pe creates a self-fulfilling pro-  attempts to infantilize them. This Mede
phecy Atter being yociahzed froman aggressive reacron seeks NOt 1o deny sk Levin us a professor of socrology. )
. early age. many elderly peoplécometo  the second-childhood stercotype-but Northeastern L miversi - )
- . ‘ .
o ﬁ
’ .Y

to chmipate wt. When the rgaders of
Reurement Living magannc were
asked to choose from a hst of twelve
words those that modt accurately des-
cribe the way Americans over 60 are
portrayed on television, their top thrree
+ chotces were ‘ridicutous.’ “decrepit.’
and ‘childi3h’ (Hemming and Ellis,
1976). The Gray Panther's Media.
Watch Task Force 1s an important -
example of an orgamzed éffort to
improve mediamages ofthe elderlyin
general and to eliminate the segond-
childhood stertotype |n pamcu'lar

Clcarl_v.effortsoughuo be madcto'
change the media's demeaning hari-
dlingof oldage Yetitmust be remem-
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